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Geography and Climate Breakdown
DANNY DORLING
Geographers are able to combine complex statistical data analysis with a human sense of real problems
in the here and now. Geographers have a sense of the
practical and the immediate. And they are adaptable.
Their academic subject has transformed completely in
the space of just one hundred years.
Geography was founded as a discipline in Oxford to
teach young men what they needed to know to both
run and expand the British Empire. That is why the
chaps had to know all about maps, rivers, where different crops came from, how cities could be managed
and whole peoples subjugated. With the demise of the
Empire the discipline needed a new focus.
When I was a schoolboy physical geographers taught
me that the next ice age was coming. It was coming imminently they said. When I was at university they used
to climb mountains to measure glacier advancement,
and were shocked to find that the glaciers were retreating – we forget how recently the large majority of us
learnt that the ice age was not then just beginning – what
only a tiny number suspected in the more distant past.
When the almost certain inevitability of disaster is
finally realised by elites then, and only then, is action
taken. It takes the work of millions of others to convince those elites. The folly of holding nuclear weapons
was understood before 1945, but it took 40 years to
begin to disarm the world of nuclear weapons. Now,
almost ninety percent of what were held in 1985 are
gone. Enough remain to annihilate us many times over.
But this reduction shows what is possible.
Human geography can find many lessons from many
places of how often change is generational. The next
generation can behave remarkably differently from the
last.
Stan Openshaw, my PhD supervisor in Newcastle
University, was among the first to calculate that as many
as thirty million people would be dead or dying within
weeks of a nuclear attack. Until those calculations were
published the British government was still quietly planning for a survivable nuclear war. Soon after publication they secretly decommissioned the vast majority of
Britain’s bunkers in the early 1990s.
Old problems never go away, they are just superseded by new fears and even greater potential threats.
Thanks to yet more careful current calculations we
now know the top 10% of people by income pollute
the atmosphere dramatically more than the rest. We
also now know that in countries with more equitable
income distributions everyone, including the rich, behave far better and consume and pollute far less. Reducing economic inequality is key to facing up to climate
breakdown.
If everyone in the world behaved as they behave in
the USA, we would need four planets. If we all behaved
like Japan we would need two. Still one planet too
many, but dramatically different. By far the fastest way
to reduce carbon pollution is to reduce income inequality. Income inequality is now falling in more countries
than it is rising, including in the majority of OECD

countries. The international peak of income inequality
worldwide was reached in 2013.
There is so much to be done. The vast majority of
people in the world who need to be convinced to eat
no, or less, meat live in just a few affluent countries:
mostly in the USA, Europe and China. There are almost
no vegetarians in China now. But within a generation
revolution is possible. The Chinese know this far better than the British (who have never been very good at
revolution). We are very fortunate that meat is not very
good for any of us to eat. But we only recently learnt
that too.
Where countries find themselves now is often a product of circumstance and past activism. To know what is
possible Geographers can highlight the best and worst
examples to be observed and studied. The United Provinces, part of what is today the Netherlands, were one of
the richest places on earth before the rise of the British
Empire. Take a look at what the Netherlands achieves
now when it comes to green transport, and how inadvisable it is to try to emulate the economics and politics
of the USA (figure below):

Within the UK, Oxford is fortunate to have been
constrained by a very tight greenbelt. This means that
it is now possible, if there is a will, to transform Oxford into the UK’s greenest city, using examples from
the Netherlands. Oxford could expand its population
and reduce its reliance on cars at the very same time
if it built around the edge of the city and reconfigured
its transport system towards walking, or cycling and in
favour of buses and, eventually, trams. It could be the
Freiberg of the British Isles. Freiberg is home to roughly
75,000 more people than Oxford is. It shows how Oxford could expand sustainably (see http://www.dannydorling.org/?p=6932).
Alternatively we could support the building of the
first quarter segment of the outer M25. Otherwise
known as the Oxford-Cambridge ‘expressway’. This
is not a terribly hard one to call, but currently the
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